The politics of poor law reform in early twentieth century Ireland
This working paper looks at the reform of poor relief in Dublin (the capital city of the then Irish Free State) in the 1920s and 1930s. In particular, it examines the introduction of the Poor Relief (Dublin) Act, 1929 and the role of political parties and interest groups in shaping its final outcome. This study is of particular interest in that it came in the first decade of Irish independence in a transitional phase of political and policy development. As such it took place before the political system took on the more rigid structures to be found in the mature Irish polity. It is one of the very few examples of an initiative by an Irish opposition party leading to significant change in the welfare area. In addition, the reform took place at a time when policies were moving from the more localised model of the nineteenth century to a more centralised approach (albeit that overall policy was always decided centrally) (see Crossman, 2005; 2006 ). This local focus shows very clearly the particular class interests at play in the Dublin reform.
Poor relief in Dublin
A national poor law had been introduced in Ireland by the United Kingdom government in 1838. Although modelled on that in England and Wales it differed in several important respects including the fact that relief in workhouses (indoor relief) played a relatively more important part in the Irish system than did outdoor relief (Crossman, 2005; 2006) . Prior to 1922 when the Irish Free State became independent of the United Kingdom, the poor law in Dublin operated on the same basis as in the rest of the country. Dublin was divided into three separate poor law unions -Dublin, Balrothery, and Rathdown 1 -each governed by its own board of guardians appointed by the relevant local authority. 2 The relevant legislation in relation to the payment of outdoor relief was the Poor Relief (Ireland) Act, 1847. Introduced during the Great Famine, this Act allowed payment of outdoor relief to limited categories of persons 3 but excluded able-bodied persons from any entitlement unless the local workhouse was full or unfit to admit poor persons due to fever or infectious disease. 4 This meant that any unemployed persons in Dublin who were not entitled (or had exhausted an entitlement) to unemployment insurance (introduced in 1913) could only be relieved in workhouses. Commission but it appears more likely that straightforward political interests were also at play.
11
Dublin politics in the 1920s was dominated by Cumann na nGaedheal and the 'ratepayer and business' representatives who supported its policies of fiscal liberalism. At a national level, the governing 8 See Cousins (2003, pp. 24-27) . For local studies see O'Sullivan (2000, chapter 3) and Fitzpatrick (1977, pp. 194-5) . 9 In fact, shortly after the adoption of that Act, the Minister for Local Government, Ernest Blythe, used his power to amend county schemes to replace the existing schemes with a single standard scheme. The Sinn Féin-led reform of the old poor law led to a marked shift away from institutional relief and towards relief in the home.
Despite the failure to change the law in Dublin, there was also a strong shift away from indoor or institutional relief and towards outdoor relief (table 2) . vol. 32, col. 445, 30 October 1929. 39 In fact, the draft legislation accompanying this proposal only allowed rather than required a 'work test' no doubt with a mind to the practicalities involved. The General Regulations for County Scheme already allowed a work-test but it had 'been found difficult or impossible to find work which might fittingly be offered to the able-bodied applicant for home assistance' Department of Local Government and Public Health Third Report 1927-8, (Dublin, 1929) Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, cols. 447-50; Frank Fahy, Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, col. 495-6; Ben Briscoe, Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, col.483, 30 October 1929. some national funding -possibly raised through a tax on 'luxuries' -should be committed to meeting the extra cost. The 'luxuries' that the then puritanical Fianna Fáil has in mind included dances, dog racing, and picture houses, see Lemass, Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32 col. 467, 30 October 1929 . 55 Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, col. 452, 30 October 1929 . 56 Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, cols. 473 and 494, 30 October 1929 and col. 1338, 14 November 1929. the 'complete cessation of any industrial activity'. deb. vol. 32, cols. 474-8, 30 October 1929 . 59 Irish Independent, 6 November 1929 The Chamber, which twice met with Mulcahy on the issue, agonised about the crushing burden on industry which the increase would represent but was astonished by the apathy of the ratepayers: Irish Independent, 13 and 26 November 1929. 61 See Irish Independent, 8, 12 and 14 November 1929. 62 N.A.I., Department of Taoiseach, S. 5972. 63 Dáil Éireann deb. vol. 32, col. 1133 , 13 November 1929 maximum of 3s. in the £ was also withdrawn in the face of allparty opposition. However, the Executive Council subsequently decided that the Minister should arrange that the increase in rates for 1930 arising from the operation of the Act would not exceed 2s. in the pound. 64 Deputy Good's proposal for automatic removal of all applicants for poor relief with less than two years residence with the cost falling on the 'responsible' union, i.e. the Chamber of Commerce's 'settlement' policy, was also resoundingly defeated. Mulcahy pointed out that the Poor Law Commission had expressed very serious reservations about this approach and Fianna Fáil were also opposed to this option. 65 The Bill was passed by both Houses on 18
December 1929 -despite Johnson's complaint that it was a 'much worse Bill' than his own 66 -and came into effect on 3 January
1930.
As might be expected, the implementation of the Act led to a significant increase in the numbers on outdoor relief in Dublin.
As can be seen in figure 1, Similarly, figure 2 shows that the numbers relieved per 1,000 population also increased significantly. Up to 1927-8, the Dublin union had been below the national average (although Rathdown and Balrothery had been above average). After the 1929 Act, the three Dublin unions all moved significantly above the average.
INSERT FIGURE 2
Source: Annual reports of the Department of Local Government and Public Health.
However, while there was a significant increase in the numbers relieved, this was -at least in the short-term -less than had been predicted and the dire projections of massive increases in 67 All data refer to the number on relief at the end of the relevant financial year in March. 68 The introduction of a widow's pension in 1935 also led to further reductions, see Cousins (2005) . 69 See Cousins (2003, pp. 60-8) .
strongly resented the erection of barriers to relief in Dublin 82 .
The Dublin Chamber of Commerce equally reflected the interests of its members arguing for the introduction of a highly restrictive system of 'settlement' which would have made the Dublin ratepayers responsibly only for 'their own' unemployed.
Cumann na nGaedheal for once crafted a median solution to the problem, one which allowed both sides to achieve their key objectives. Labour got outdoor relief for unemployed persons in Dublin (subject to a residence requirement) while urban Dublin ratepayers were protected to some extent by the residence requirement and rural Dublin ratepayers were not called on to 
